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AN INGUIRY INTO CURRICULUM THEORIES
AND OPEN CLASSROOM PRACTICES

Nancy L. D111
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Abstract

Conventional curriculum theoriea, refined and made more

. complex over the ysars, are for the most part based on classe
rooms where teacheors atand at the front of the room and cone -
front all the youngsters with the same curricular unit at the

- ‘same time., These theoretical constructs are Inadequate when °
the framework of instruction becomes an open classroom, This
paper is based on observations of open classrooms at the
elemontary level in the New York City .erea, using a modified
form of network analysis to record data about curricular

- components focusad upon in various activities and events,
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AN INQUIRY INTO CURRICULUM THEORIES
AND OPEN CLASSROOM PRACTICES

r R Nancy L. D11l

Quesns College

of The City University of New York

'Introduction )

Tﬁe’dpen classroom, fdr foungatars. ultorQ both the sube
stance and structure ofilearﬁing. And in many ways the medium
" 1s the mb:tllmportant.méssage being communicated.,
The open clagsroom. for iehcheis. alters both the cate-

gories and cycles of teaching behavior,

No longer can one assess the curriculum materials with | o
which a classroom is stocked and know with assurance what it lé

that, over time, is engeging the students' attention,

No longer cen one enter a classroom, do a Flanders® Inters

. action Analysis, "read the face of the matrix" with the dats
thus collected, and know the naturs of the interaction betwsen

‘students end ieacher

~ No longer can onae scan tegchérs' lesson plans, even {f

they are statedl;n behév!oral terms, and know the kind of ene

gagement the youngsters {n the classroom are éxparienclng.

€9 -




Objectives of the Inquiry

This raesearch has had as its main objesctive to begin

looking at apeﬁ\claasroom practices in an enalytical way.

Quastions tno be Explored

1. What does a cloae axamination of what happens in an
open classroom tell us,aboﬁt currigulum theory, curriculum
planning and design, curriculum ressarch and development,
curriculum evaluation? | )

2, What doss an investigation of interaction in an apen
classroom tell us about teaching behavior? |

Oniy the Pirst question is being reportsed on in this

paper, The second question is under continuing 1nvaatigat£on.»

Review of Literaturs on Curriculum Theory and Development

Conventional curriculum thesories, refined and made more

‘complox over the yesars, have centaered on three key notionss:

fornulating objectives
~salecting luarnlng oxpariencses

aatabliahing sequanca (Tabaj Tylar. 1950) |

This 18 not aufprlslng since many oarly dsrinitlons of the

tarm “curriculdm“ embodied these thres uomponanﬁa. For exampiez

a 88 usnce of potential axpesriences set up
in"school for the purpose of . . »
- (smith, Stenley, and Eﬁo;aa. pe 3)s
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- ‘The Bruner book, which set the staqge for much of the
curriculum development of ths Sixties, houwsver, ostqbllshed

the overall design componeﬁi of structure as the essence of

-~ the development process (Bruner, 1960),

Somé curriculum theorists did not see this as sntithete
ical to the sarlier notfons at all. Witness Gagnd*s definie

tion of curriculum:

a curriculum is a sequence of content units asrranged-
in such a way that the learning of sach unit may gé'
accomplished as a singlae act, provided the capabilities
describsd by specified prior units (in the saguence)
havg3§lreadylbeen mastered by the learner (Gagne, 1967,
Pe .

Implied in Cagné's task anelysis (Gagns, 1967, pp. 24<25) is

~the notion that a curriculum is a series of behavioral obe

‘jectives arranged sequentially,

‘: Utilizing Gagngzs and Mager'’s worﬁ on bshaviorsl obe

Jacelyea (Gagn§; 19673 Mager,vl962), Sanathy and others haﬁo

-.takan on the task of designing total instructional systems

(Banathy, 1968), What saems to be forgotten in much of this

| work, howaver, is that open systems are dominated by what 1is

'calléd the princlpie of equifinalitye-i,a, tha'usa of dif?erant

patterns or routes to produce fhe ngé final :dsult. In cone

- trast to equilibrium states 1n'closed systems which afe daetere

mined by_inltlal.condltions, the state of an open system is

determined only'by-aysfem parameters (von Bertalanffy, 1962,

P. 7). This is to say that the same Pinal state can be




. . , o
T . : . .o .o : o
LI o

‘rhached with different starting conditions and proceedlng :
on’ dlfrarent courses of action. | :
" 'The blg guestlon 1s to what extent do these notions

explain what happens {n ‘an’ open clasaroom.

Ravisw of Literature on Open Classrooms

_\
L Joaeph Faatherstana callad Amarican attention to the

| British Primary School Movement in 1967 (Featherstona. 196?)

_ More racently, Charles Silbarman's Crisis in the Classroom |

has become the raguired reading on open clasarooms (Silbere
man, 1970), |

It {s the 1200 paqge Plowden Report (primarlly survay -
research data with interpretations and racommendatlons) and

L;llian Weber's The English Infant School and Informal E£d=

ucation, however, that conatituta;tha bulk of the haavy writing
6n ihe open classroom, Weber's récent book traces the social
‘and historical background of the Movement;-thus complementing
. gha Plowden Report's “state of tha schools® emphgsla.»(Plowdeh.
1967; weber, 1971). _ o
~ Open classroom education goows out of tha.phllosdphy;thaﬁ'
for each child learning takes an uneven, episodic path (Kohl.
1969, p, 54) and that children can take rasponslbllity for
fthair own laarnlng if allowsd to do so (Mulir, 1970). |
The role of the teacher i{s to provide an environment in
which this process can take place (Stevsns, 197b. p. 64),

Such an environment {9 described in tha,fullowlng‘paasaga:
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Walking up & half dozen steps, we come upon a
first floor corridor that i{s the connscting pase
sage between four primary classrooms that open
off {t, At 10 A.m, in the corridor, four kine
dergarten girls, seatsd cross-legged on some
cushions with a pile of magazines, a paste pot
end a very large sheet of brown paper, are cute
ting and pasting, Nesarby, a third grader is reade
ing 8 story to a younger child; both are gigoling
at the antics of "Curious George." Two girls
sitting side by side on the corridor floor are
each absorbed in a hazl., as is a boy leaning
against ths opposite wall. Several youngsters .
are writing in notebooks or on loose sheets of
paper, A large, bright yellow wooden tub on
wheels, with two children and an oversized
stuffed dog crowded into it, is being pushed along. ;
the corridor by a highly energetic boy. :

Tha children who are working do not look
up as the cart rolls by, No adult i{s present in
the corridor aside from the visitora. From time
to time a child gets up and goes into one of the
classrooms to ask some available adult a queation
(schneir and Schneir, 1971, p. 31). S

" The problem of relating structured curricula to open’

classrooms is one that must bes considered, howsvur,

Dafinitions

Open_classroom,-=For the purposes of this study, the

min!mum criteria for an open classroom wers establishad aa

conslatlng of the following:

l. There {s no "up front” (Stevens, 1970. p..éa).

2. The teaéher soldom talks to the class as a whole,
although she talks with {ndividual children often (Stevens,
1970, p. 64), | |

3. Each child works with a.wlde variety of materials

| BN e __,_._7..__. T AR
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and books (stevens, 1970, p. 64).

4, Children ars fres to spaak and move arbund as they
‘wish (Kohl, 1969, p. 30). | |

S. An individual child can decide for himaalf what he
wants to wark on (Ford, 1971, p. 10)

6. A child can work on a task as laong as he wishas to

do so (Ford, 1971, p. k1),
Procaedures

This research makes use of network analysis as a way of
handling information about open classrooms, The investigator
had praeviously used network analysis to handle ongoing evnnﬁa

and activities in large chenge situstions (Dill, 1969; Dill,

1970). This wos the first time, to the raessarcher's know-
ladga, that the procedurs has been used as a way of éollecting
and organizing data about individual classrooms for analysis,

Network analysis.=~Natwork analysis is a tschnique ussd

in systems deafgn, planning, and control to show the saquential

i«relatlanshlp among activitiaa éﬁd avents (Johnaqn..Kést; and'
Rosanzwsig.'lgﬁv. p. 316). The analysia {s presentad in the
form of a network which is a visual representation of the
: sydtam (Evaria. 1964, p. 17).

~ Natwork.eea Plow chart mada up of svents that are Juined'
by activity lines to daplct their interdepandencies and intere
relationships (Beker and Eris, 1964, p. 2). |

}

O
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fvanta.~-Events are instantaneous occurrences; they do

not consume tims or resources (PERT Coordinating Group, 1963,
p. 18), An event is usually shown on the network as a.circle.
Events aro used at the beginning and end of all activities,

and they are usually identified by a number as wsll aa ex=
planatory nomenclaturs, |

‘ Activities.e=-There ars two types of activities--real and
dummny. Real activities are timeeconsuming tasks, shown on the
network as a solid line with an arrow to indicate the direction
of sequential activities (Everts, 1964, p. 94). Dunmy activie

ties do not consume time or othar resources; however, they are -

conatraints which represnet the dependency of one event upon

" anothar (Baker pnd Eris, 1964, p. 5). A dummy activity is shawn

on tha network as a dashad arrow,

Evant and activity numbariqg.--cventa are numbersd sequene

tially in a notwork, usually from left to right and top to

bottom. ‘A skipenumbering syatem {s usuvally utilized in order
to permit the addition of aevents without getting numbers out of

sequenca,

. Criticel path.eeThe critical path is the sequence or

" chain of events and activitias, extending from the beginning of

a network to the end aof a nstuwork, rnﬁulring the longeat time

 to complete (PERT Coordinating Group, '1963, p. D.1). In this

study the critical'paﬁh is utilized to follow the movements

of one youngster ovar a period of tima.

#

Other network proceduras.--l. One évent often serves as




both the ending avant for one group of activities and the
baginning event for anather series, 2, Event bubbles éfa

~sometimes drﬁwn in different shapes to makq possible raepid

Co gt

identification of activity and event responsibilities, 3.
) :  Network condensation is a procedure which allows a large note

dork to be reduced to a skeleton network. 4. Network éxpon-:

sion is the reverse process in which more detailed networks -
ara prapered, | | S

Flguras 1 « 3 illustrate the above discussion.

) S R

'  0b§arvat1ons

| The opdh dlassrooms'abssrved by the investigator woré ”
ones in which (a) the researcher had student teachers and wés;
" thera as a supervisor, (b) the ressarcher had'undorgraduataj,f: 
" students from an slactive course on "Analyzing Teaching Be=
H hav1or" (who were also student teaching but.tha,resaafcharngg
' not tha supervisor), and (c) the ré;earcher had graduats  ?
students from & research course wh§ were the reqular, f011-' @J
~ time classroom teachers. | "  '  | '_‘
| The opsn classrooms obssrved were located in public schbg;s
-both in Queens end on Long Islend qnd»rangad from.K-to 6 10 11
 grade level., Included among the classrooms observed was e

o ) -“6 snd 8 4 « 5 @ 6 comb1nat1on‘opon clessraoom dperatiqn."y

- Some observations wers video-tapsd for 1qt§r analygis. fﬁ_ -“
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. Figurel,

Network Showing Activities and ,Evvo_nt.g_: EER |

dummy

* dummy .

- activity :
: St:: | | N
a Nt

’
¢/ activity

Network Showing Activitios. Evontl.?a%.‘;.,, o

Fiqure 2,
van% Dummy Activities

‘1f,j$19ur.,3;

Network Showing Event Numbering System. R
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he Natuorks

T

the observation,

i servation, using as much detail as the obsarvatiohhhad

"'p

{J

In some cases @ skeleton natmork was constructed durlng.

roduced, When the observation was videotaped, all netmork

Tho following coding schedulas were utillzada e

Cventss‘

22

B cnnstruction was delayad until later viswing of the tapa.f

.f_Clasaroom teacher 9vhsad whdn'moraiihanfdn-

' "1- Student teachoi‘

Thls natwork was expanded,fpllowing thqvobg' N

yohngster # 22 | ". '; 5‘ff;f."1fA  fﬁfﬁfﬁ
youngster # 5 .o

youngster # 9 S A

Classroom tnachaé“

TR R T IR IITRTI | RN Rt

Student teacher = uscd'whon'mprq tﬁén?dnat
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g1.3' ‘time at beginning svent -

tacg L tl -

. f:HA¢£1vities

.lSoci;i;S§uq&§§" }
'st;?- "Sciéhcé "
lﬁ;~   LA' :_
f'Roadtngli | .v!.';'-e{?i;ja"
ihu'1” 

';1 A§;ﬁ' Cant
"'*ipé‘ﬁ ' | ff';  Phystcal cduéﬁexbﬁ  €;f{;; £ﬁ1{5 3

»'fi;ftff A§§16i§16a §§§a subsequently coldﬁ;cﬁdidﬂ?ﬁgaﬁg

Parent
SUparviéor , - R
Adminlatrator_

child from ‘another eiaaardom , 

(R

time at ending svent .

'._ . [

to»  length of activity .

Math
Lﬁnguﬁg. A!ﬁa_w_ ~;“¢’f

Music
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1P a particular éurrlcular program was fdentifiable as

| an entity it was given a number which was used along with the
- general area designation listed above,
Critical Paths | I
! . l A - ' .’ A l_ N »
The movement of {ndividual youngsters over time was
followed by color coding the events and activities im which
they had been involved, o

| Findings

l. VYoungsters, nadlyaeclimatad to the chanqod “rules of

" the game" frequently exerciss their options and avold certain

projects, tasks, curricular arsas, They are very often even ::

successful in raalsﬁing the prodding of s teacher. 1If a
atudent rejects an activity either on the basis of its content
area or on the basls of the instructional mathod, he has

" in effect rajected tha goal or objective which that program

- was designed to relate to. Theae pgbservations suggest that

the setting of goals can no longor be considered as the

SUPQR STARTING POINT for curriculum development,

2, Behaviorel changs in an open classroom becomes a'if__f'

.' . function of‘bo£h time end intensity or;engagumnnt. )

be = P (t) (1).

'=Ejljlhn“prt sctivity, Por exampls, which can froquoﬂtly:ftlljup  .
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30 minutee in a traditionsl classroom waspfrequontly'axacuted

by youngsters on their own in en open classrdom in less than

3 minutes, Thasa observations auggast that intenaﬂw of

- angagement may be a much morse crucial factor then the SUPER ,
~ * STRUCTURE of blocks of knowledge.,

3. Sequence 19 a highly 1nd£v1duallstlc thing. Some
youhgstera choose to repeat {tems, getting pleasure oﬁt of the
familiarity of the task. Gther children prefer to plunge shead,
testing thelr cepacities, ratée;tlng to another level if cone
fronied by frustration or the reality of lowescore crltarioﬁ
fasts. These observation§ suggest that there {s no SUPER
SEQUENCE applicable to all,

4, Activities which look on the ourfacé like non-éaake;-f

’_e.g. doing the waatﬁar report, cleaning the art brushes--ofteni
~have a deeper structure, They frequently provide the frama-
' wok within which youngsters have extended talk among thamaelvoa,

}uninterrupted by a teacher's questions,

5. The flow of events is very aimilar acroaa grads levels.

'_ Netmorko of e third grade look much liks kindergartan notmotks.

on the one hand, and bear a gresat likeness to upper grado note

works es well, This appears to'lndlcﬁta a process is in operation

" that cuts across various ages and grades,

6. The uctlvlties of'an open classraom frequently spill

out of the main classroom space into sdjoining hells, with a

)




 accomplished as a single act,(provided the capabilities

las

nearby sat of stains often providing a minf-stage for ime - ?if

promptu dramatizations. It is not *no walls” in itself that
generates a goad open classroom bu£ cannactéd bitn‘of space, =
much like an airport tarminal with a central area Feading |
fnto numerous corridors and gates, some in usa all ihe tima,
others in use on1y at éartain times. Many open space builde

ings contain clessrooms which do not meet the minimum coiterta -

. established in this study as constituting an opsn classroom.

These observations suggest that there are no SUPER SCHDUL}f'
BUILDINGS which will in snd of themselves sssure educational

g

sUCCas9,

Summarz

Many'formulatlons in the curriculum field must be quase
tioned as a result of looking at curriculum not at an assumed

lavel of a school or a classraom but at the only lavel at which

it bursts into reslitye=that of ths individual studeht. Gngn55§ ""7

contention that "a curriculum {s a sequence of content units ivf jf ¢.

arrangad in guch s waY that the learning of each qn;tlmay be

described by specified prior units‘(in the aequanca)‘pavo .
alrepdy been mastsred by ths lsarner® (Gagng, 1967, p. 23)
must be questioned whén youngsters are observed taking on
curriculum content in varying saequences. K | |

The order of the steps in the process of curriculum da=

volopﬁunt must be questioned whantyoungstorl in open classraooms,

16
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now possessing the powers of sslfeselection, opt out of
activitias and experiences, remarking "you'rs not going to
gat me involved in thni."” Perhaps the planning of learning
experiences should be the first consideration in a new cone
ceptual frameswork for curriculum development,

This paper argues for a grounded epproach to curriculum
~theory==one in which the facus is on those points at which
;étudenta are'baught up in learning encnuﬁtars.. Noticing

how these encounters cluster togatha:,rit might be subsequently

possible to derive those objectives which are being met by the

school as a last step {n the analytical process.
Although the open classroom approach to education has been

widaly acclaimed in the laet two yearo, there has been little

research to date on open claasroom practices., Obvloualy the

. findings prasented in this paper are quite tantative. Enough
open classrooms do not yet exist in this country to allow for
adequate aampliﬁg procsdures, lt is hoped that this effort is
at lsast in tha right direction.

Thinking about curriculum thaory, curriculum davelopment

and research, curriculum planning and daoiqn. and curriculum

. avaluation seems to be in a state in which the same things are
sald over and aver again. Unlika Schwab's auggastion that cure i
“riculum energies be diverted from theorattcal pursuits (Schwab. '- 1§
1970, p. 2), this investigator would contend that the dise 1~ Vw
covery of new and practical theory in the curriculum flald s I

still a resl poabibil!tv. | . ' i
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